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Tributes

Dallas, 2017: SMU Dedman School of Law awards
Charles A. Tarpley the Honorary Alumnus Award
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A HEARTFELT REMEMBRANCE OF CHARLES TARPLEY
C. PAUL ROGERS III*

I

KNOW A LABOR of love when I see one, and for Charles
Tarpley, the SMU Air Law Symposium was just that. For thirtyeight years, he served as the uncompensated Chair of the Board
of Advisors of the symposium, which was anything but an honorific title. With the help of the law students serving as editors of
the Journal of Air Law and Commerce (Journal), the Board is responsible for planning and executing each year’s symposium.
Without an effective chair and an involved board, the quality of
the symposium would no doubt suffer, as the law student editors
typically know little about aviation law and do not have contacts
in the aviation law field.
Tireless is the word that comes to mind when considering
Charles’s dedication to the symposium and the Journal. It is not
possible to know how many hours he devoted to the symposium
each year, but it was probably enough to make partner at a major law firm. He worked closely with the Journal’s Symposium
and Associate Symposium editors, effectively trained new students annually, and took primary responsibility for developing
the program and securing speakers.
Charles also used his contacts to work doggedly to obtain
sponsors for receptions, luncheons, and the annual dinner, as
well as scholarship awards for student editors of the Journal. He
understood well that sponsorships increased SMU’s bottom line.
He even spent time with the law school’s financial officer every
year to ensure that the proceeds from the symposium were
credited to the proper law school accounts. All this he did to
benefit a law school that he did not even attend.1
* Marilyn Jeanne Johnson Distinguished Faculty Fellow, Professor of Law, and
former Dean, SMU Dedman School of Law.
1 However, Charles was a proud graduate of SMU where he received his B.S. in
Electrical Engineering. In 2017, the law school formally recognized Charles’s
contributions when it named him a Distinguished Honorary Alumnus.
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Under Charles’s leadership, the symposium became, in effect,
the annual meeting for the aviation law industry where aviation
lawyers and insurers go to learn about new developments and
issues in the field. But equally important, it is where this part of
the legal profession socialize, entertain clients, negotiate deals,
and settle cases.
The symposium was indeed Charles’s passion and even
brought him the love of his life—his wife, Mary Ellen Darin
Tarpley. On March 1, 1987, Charles noticed a first-time symposium attendee, and as always, walked over to introduce himself
and welcome the individual to the symposium. On this occasion,
he was no doubt spurred by the fact that the first-time attendee
in his sights was an attractive woman, and so, he marched over
and said to her, “Hello, I’m Charles Tarpley, and I’d like to welcome you to the Air Law Symposium.” The rest, as they say, is
history. Mary Ellen and Charles shortly became a couple and
married a few years later.2
I first met Charles in 1982 when I was appointed to serve as
faculty advisor to the Journal (which included, I learned, serving
as faculty advisor to the symposium). I began attending the biannual symposium Board of Advisor planning meetings and
quickly came to appreciate the dedication and effort of Charles
as chair. We soon became friends, and Charles figured out
before long that we were actually law school classmates at the
University of Texas (UT), although we had not known each
other there.
Before UT School of Law, Charles had flown twenty-six combat missions in Vietnam and had then become a commercial
pilot with Pan American World Airways. When Pan Am furloughed Charles in 1970, he decided to make good use of his
time and attend law school. After graduating, he began a distinguished career in aviation law: first with Lord Bissell & Brook in
Chicago and later with the Aviation Office of America (AOA), a
leading aviation insurer.3
2 The stars were seemingly aligned for Charles and Mary Ellen since they soon
discovered that Mary Ellen had taken a German course from Charles’s sister Mary
at Notre Dame and that she also knew Mary’s husband and Charles’s brother-inlaw, Regis Campfield, who was then on the Notre Dame law faculty.
3 At Lord Bissell, Charles met another pilot and young aviation lawyer named
John Tigert, who became Charles’s best friend. Charles later induced John to
join the symposium’s Board of Advisors, and John contributed mightily to the
symposium’s success until his untimely death in 1996. See, e.g., Charles A. Tarpley,
John J. Tigert VI Remembered: An Encomium to a Giant, 62 J. AIR L. & COM. 645
(1997); see also C. Paul Rogers III, Remembering a Special Friend: John J. Tigert VI, 62
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In 1986, more than sixteen years after furloughing Charles,
Pan Am offered him his job back as a commercial pilot. Charles,
of course, knew the exact number of years, months, and days of
his furlough. As I recall, he had about twenty-four hours to decide whether he would jump back into commercial aviation and
leave his position with AOA. His love of flying was so great that I
don’t think it took him more than a few seconds to decide to
rejoin Pan Am.4 But, Charles never really left aviation law, and
he continued to speak on and serve as an expert witness in aviation insurance matters for the rest of his career.
Charles was blessed with a photographic memory, and I always
enjoyed talking to him about past symposiums that I had attended. For example, if I mentioned the speaker from New Zealand who read the footnotes rather than the text of his talk,
Charles would instantly remember the speaker’s name, the
topic, and the year in which he spoke. If I mentioned the time
the printer of the symposium materials almost failed to deliver
them by the start of the event, Charles would recite the precise
date that occurred. To say he was a walking history book of the
symposium doesn’t really do him justice.
Charles had a great sense of humor and was not above playing
a prank, even if it was on all 500 symposium attendees. Some
time in the 1980s, he hit upon the idea of hiring Cactus Pryor—
the noted Austin humorist—to be the luncheon speaker under
an assumed identity. When Pryor showed up in uniform (complete with amulets) as a pompous but “legendary British Vice Air
Admiral” and spoke in a stiff English accent, only a handful of
people in the room were in on the gag. Pryor worked the room
before his talk and gathered material to jab certain high-profile
audience members (with the help, no doubt, of everyone’s
name tag). For example, Pryor reported that several attendees—
whom he named—had indicated upon inquiry that they had
read and enjoyed his book, Wings over Britain, when of course,
no such book existed. At the end of the talk, Cactus removed his
ostentatious hat and fake mustache, fessed up who he really was,
and brought the house down. Charles simply loved that he (and
Cactus) had pulled one over on all his aviation lawyer colleagues
and friends.
J. AIR L. & COM. 641 (1997). The Dedman School of Law now has the TarpleyTigert Scholarship in honor of the memory of both men.
4 When Delta Air Lines later took over Pan Am’s European routes, Charles
transitioned to become a Delta pilot and then a Delta pilot instructor.
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But beyond his dedication to the Air Law Symposium, Charles
Tarpley’s life, in general, was marked by loyalty, joy, enthusiasm,
and good humor. He believed that if something was worth doing, it was worth doing well. He was exceedingly intelligent and
had many talents and accomplishments but was not given to put
on airs. In addition, Charles had a profound sense of right from
wrong and did his best to always live an honorable life. He was
old-fashioned in the best sense of that term, reliably opening
doors for women and showing respect to everyone from all walks
of life.
Charles was a treasured and faithful friend to me, and I miss
him and his unfailing good cheer. I am sad that he was taken
from Mary Ellen, his sister Mary, his beloved nieces Allison and
Claire, and his friends too soon. But he left an indelible mark
on those fortunate enough to know him and, it is fair to say, the
Air Law Symposium that he so loved. He left us all much better
than he found us, just from the privilege of knowing him.

